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THE GERMAN ALMANAC OF CHRISTOPHER SAUER. 

BY ABRAHAM H. CASSEL, 0! HABXEYSVILLE, PA. 

Long before the arrival of the German printing press, the 
great desideratum of the German colonists in America was 
an almanac in their own language. To illustrate the asser- 
tion I will mention a few facts: 1st. "When the provincial 
council was held in Philadelphia, about the year 1735, there 
was so much uncertainty about the time that many members 
came a week before the appointed time ; those from a distance 
remained at the expense of the government, while the others 
returned and came again the week following. 2d. A mem- 
ber of the Dutch Reformed Church — a sister well known for 
her exemplary piety and regular attendance at the house of 
worship — was missing on a certain Sabbath from her accus- 
tomed seat, to the great surprise of a neighbor woman, who 
thought there must certainly be something the matter to 
account for her vacant seat. She, therefore, went to her good 
neighbor's house to ascertain the facts, when, on opening the 
door, she found her busily engaged at the wash-tub, not 
knowing that it was the Lord's day. 3d. A preacher by the 
name of Rittenhouse one Sabbath, while on the way to his 
charge, espied some men at a distance busily engaged in roll- 
ing and hauling logs. He rode up to them to reprove them 
for their Sabbath breaking, and judge of their surprise on 
being told that it was the Lord's day, and that he was even 
now on his way to church, etc. 

Therefore, when the printing office was established at Ger- 
mantown, numerous requests were made to Christopher Sauer, 
and renewed, until, in compliance, he published his first alma- 
nac in August, 1738. A copy of this is now lying before me. 
Its external aspect is similar to the 4to. almanac of the pre- 
sent day. It consisted of three sheets, or twelve leaves, had 
no outside title leaf or cover, and the calculations or months 
followed in close succession on both sides of the page, without 
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any intermediate reading. The phases of the moon, etc., 
were at the bottom of the pages, and the conjectures of the 
weather were interspersed throughout the calculations. In 
this way the almanac proper occupied only six leaves, or 
twelve pages, the remainder was occupied with very interest- 
ing reading matter, chiefly of a physiological and hygienic 
character, in very simple language, and with many striking 
illustrations for the benefit and instruction of the, at that 
time, lamentably ignorant public, which he purposed to serve 
in every possible way and manner. Also an account of the 
eclipses, etc., a record of the colonial and provincial courts 
and fairs, a chronology of important events, tables of high 
roads and distances, a ready-reckoned interest table, and a list 
of books sent to him on commission from Frankfort-on-the- 
Main ; besides several other advertisements, etc., and thus 
was the first German almanac ever published in America 
completed. 

The succeeding copies were similar in their outward con- 
struction until 1743, when he enlarged it to four sheets, or 
sixteen leaves, and designed and engraved a highly emble- 
matical plate for the outside or cover. Besides many other 
figures, which I shall not attempt to describe or elucidate — 
it contained a flying angel. In one hand he held a wand en- 
twined with two serpents, and in the other a large flag-like 
scroll with some illegible inscription upon it. As it was a 
first attempt at engraving, the execution thereof was (as 
might be expected) coarse and rough, although well designed. 
Still he shifted with it until 1759, when it had become so 
defaced from its excessive use as scarcely to show what it 
meant to represent. Then, with the assistance of an appren- 
tice, Justus Fox, he re-engraved and somewhat improved it, 
and added different mottoes in the scroll consistent with, or 
in reference to, the forebodings of the times. That of 1759 
had on it "Krieg und Kriegs geschrey" i. «., wars and rumors of 
war. That of 1765 had "Kumerliche Zeiten" i. e., perilous 
times. That of 1767 had " Hoffnung besserer Zeiten," i. e., 
hopes of better times, etc. These mottoes he would fre- 
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quently change so as to suit the ominous aspect of the times, 
either for better or worse as its signs might indicate. 

He continued it with four sheets until 1748. The public 
became so interested with the reading matter, and he so 
anxious to serve them with whatever he thought useful, that 
he added a half sheet of four pages, filled chiefly with medi- 
cal advice and other useful receipts, which were so well received 
and so duly appreciated as soon to encourage the addition of 
another half sheet for the year 1750 (and as physicians were 
very scarce and distant in many places in the then thinly- 
settled country, and the community generally too poor to 
afford their aid and advice), his efforts, therefore, for their 
benefit were so highly prized as to induce the addition of 
another whole sheet, making a complete 4to. annual of forty- 
eight closely-printed pages of choice religious and practical 
literature, principally of his own composition. 

Encouraged by the still increasing success, he commenced 
in 1762 with a regular description of all the herbs used in the 
whole materia mediea, giving their German, English, and 
Latin names, their virtues, uses, etc., with practical instruc- 
tions for their application in the various cases of disease, 
adapted to the comprehension of the most illiterate. The 
ground-work of this was taken from the great German Herbal 
of the illustrious Dr. Zwinger, Prof, in the University at 
Basil, and continued until 1778, when he completed it, and 
furnished it with an index, referring to the number of the 
almanac in which each subject was respectively treated upon. 
Some that did not care to preserve their old almanacs sepa- 
rated this portion each year, and bound together when com- 
pleted, thus forming a neat volume of useful references, seve- 
ral of which are still in existence. 

In 1763 he also commenced the publication of a Revised 
History of England, of which he likewise appended each 
year from eight to ten pages, giving a complete outline of. its 
foundation and subsequent history to the Reformation, and a 
very minute detail during that eventful period down to the 
coronation of William and Mary, with portraits of the most 
prominent characters, etc. His intention was to bring it 
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down to the present time, but, in 1778, the Revolution broke 
up his establishment, which left his very interesting history 
unfinished at the period as above mentioned. 

An almanac was something so new and so entirely unknown 
amongst the ignorant portion 01 the community, that it was 
looked upon as a great novelty. Many bought it without 
knowing its proper use or design, and, therefore, laid too 
much stress upon it; for from the known integrity and vera- 
city of Mr. Sauer, they would regard and confide in it as a 
thing infallible. Consequently many were disappointed when 
they referred to their almanacs for a fair day for some par- 
ticular purpose, and then found the contrary to be true. As, 
for instance, a man by the name of Welker, from above 
Sumneytown, had occasion to go to Philadelphia. So he 
referred to his almanac, which promised a row of fair wea- 
ther. In consequence he started without a cover to his 
wagon, but had not gone far until it began to get cloudy, 
and soon to rain, and was very disagreeable. The man was 
6orely vexed at being thus deceived and fooled just on account 
of that silly " Weather Book," and thought if only he could 
get hold of that old Sauer, he would give him a complete 
reprimand for publishing such lies. So, when he came to 
Germantown, he stopped at the printing office somewhat in 
a passion to give the printer his intended lecture. But Sauer 
in his accustomed meekness replied: 0, Friend ! Friend ! be 
not thus angry, for although it was I that made the almanac, 
the Lord God made the weather, etc. Whereupon the man 
cooled off, and went his way pretty well satisfied, especially 
when it soon lighted up again, and he had fair weather for 
the rest of his journey. 

Another man who had a little journey to perform likewise 
referred to his almanac, and as that promised fair weather he 
went without his overcoat, when it also happened to rain and 
to be very disagreeable. He, too, stopped at the printer's to 
give him a severe reprimand for deceiving him so with his 
lying weather-book — that he was now so wet and chilly, and 
in danger of taking a severe cold, and all just on account of 
his foolish almanac, which occasioned him to leave home 
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without his overcoat. Sauer calmly listened until the man 
was done with his reproof, and then answered : " "Well, friend, 
as you were so disappointed, I will give you a piece of good 
advice gratuitously, and if you follow up to that you will 
not have occasion to blame me so soon again, namely — always 
to take your 'overcoat' along whenever you leave home by 
fair weather — when it is foul then you may do as you like — 
by following this advice you will never be disappointed, and 
will have no occasion to blame me hereafter." 

In consequence of these and similar accusations, Sauer gave 
an explanatory preface or prolegomena in the almanac for the 
year following, in which he explains what an almanac was, 
and what its proper uses and intents were, etc., and excuses 
himself as not guilty nor blamable for any of the inaccura- 
cies or unreliability thereof, as he was not properly the alma- 
nac maker. But that he had given the very best that he could 
possibly procure, and goes on to tell that he had bought six of 
the different English almanacs, and compared them with the 
astrological prognostications of the heavens, and found that 
sometimes one, sometimes two, sometimes all six, and some- 
times none of them corresponded. But that he adopted the 
one which appeared to him as the most reliable — but found 
that it was with almanac-making as with all other human 
performances — full of frailties and imperfections, and that . 
those who were the best astronomers and the most accurate 
calculators were the least competent judges of the weather, 
and those less competent at calculating were generally the 
better prognosticators. As, for instance, one of our best and 
most popular astronomers had failed entirely in his conjec- 
tures of the weather ; while another much less accomplished 
one had generally conjectured very correctly, but two years 
ago he failed entirely concerning the eclipses, for the one 
which he said was here invisible was visible and total, and 
the other was also visible, and by several hours earlier than 
predicted. Thus we see that no one is perfect, and that our 
best endeavors are but piece-meal (Stiick-werck), and full of 
weakness and imperfection. 

But this year he says we procured two copies, and went to 
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the trouble of comparing each calculation, one with the other, 
so as to form one out of the two as nearly correct as may be, 
and we trust that as far as the rising and setting of the moon, 
etc., is concerned, we have not erred above a quarter of an 
hour, which, however, is near enough for all that may have 
occasion to travel by moonlight, and in regard to her phases 
we think it does also not depend upon several minutes. But 
with the rising and setting of the sun we tried to be as exact 
as possible — but that there is not an error of a minute or so, 
we will not guarantee. The prognostication of the weather 
is only conjecture, and yet not altogether accidental or casual, 
for much of it may be foretold by a proper observation of the 
signs in the heavens, from the aspect of the moon, stars, etc. 
To illustrate it, and, in order to make it comprehensible to 
the illiterate, he employs several very curious figures or para- 
bles. 

In the compilation of his almanac he was very conscien- 
tious about inserting the names of the saints, or saint days 
as they are generally called, which occupy the margin of our 
4to. almanacs. 1st. Because they were of Popish origin, and 
might have a tendency for evil rather than good. [While on 
those days they of the Romish faith were accustomed to 
meet in their churches to descant on their fame, and to extol 
their greatness, goodness, holiness, etc. ; how they had labored, 
suffered, and died, and of the mighty works and miracles 
that they had done, etc., whereby they idly entertained their 
audiences to the utter neglect of obeisance to Jesus, the great 
head of the church — and all they said concerning those so- 
called saints were, for the most part, but falsehoods and lies. 
And yet so apt to take with the credulous and inexperienced, 
as to exclude the purer truth as it is in Jesus. And while he 
also observed that Protestanism was ever too much inclining 
towards Popery, and already so much contaminated with its 
doctrines and usages, that he feared the insertion thereof 
would tend to perpetuate it rather than to check it, and, 
therefore, would best be omitted from the almanac] But 
while many of the peasantry were so accustomed to refer 
to their almanacs for some particular saint's day when a cer- 
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tain work was to be done, or when this or that seed should 
be sown and planted, that they would scarcely have known 
when to sow clover, or how to plant their potatoes without 
them ; he, therefore, inserted them, in the hope that while 
the people were so irreligious and so indisposed to worship 
anything save their mammon, that it might do no harm. 
For as many worshipped neither God nor the Son of God, 
they would also not worship these saints, and thus, after a 
good deal of reflection, he finally complied with their re- 
quests, and inserted them. 

About the same time, they began to print almanacs in 
Germany with various fancy colors so as to show those "par- 
ticular days," and the changes of the moon that were in 
request for this or that particular purpose, more strikingly 
and prominently to the eye. Therefore, Sauer was also re- 
quested by those who recently came in, to print his almanac 
in colors likewise, which he also attempted, aud in 1748 suc- 
cessfully accomplished, several of which are now lying before 
me, so beautifully variegated with black and red as to do 
honor to his ingenuity in the art of color printing, which 
was but little known at that day. 1 

In an advertisement of his first colored edition, he says 
" that he had printed them thus in compliance with many 
urgent requests for the purposes above mentioned," with re- 
marks on the folly and absurdities of such beliefs, and that 
whoever laid any stress on, or placed any confidence in such 
days, as having a particular virtue for this or that purpose is 
guilty of the grossest superstition. As, for instance, when 
it is said that the 15th of July was the day upon which the 
Apostles dispersed to go into all the world to preach the gos- 
pel to every creature, and that it was, therefore, the proper 
day to "disperse" or to destroy bugs and lice, is very super- 
stitious indeed, and no intelligent man — no, not even in Rome 

1 A part of the colored edition was also interleaved with white blank paper 
to facilitate the farmers and others in keeping their rural memoranda, which 
was very customary at that time. I have several specimens in which the 
minutest circumstances and transactions are noted down. — A. H. 0. 
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itself, will believe it any more, and thus it is with all the 
rest of those reputable days. 

As the colored edition required a much finer and better 
quality of paper, it was subjected to a higher price, which 
gave occasion to a good deal of dissatisfaction from those who 
did not value it, which obliged him the next year to print 
also a plain edition for the usual price, which was nine pence, 
the colored being a shilling apiece. But the year following 
he printed them all on the same paper and for the same price, 
and thus he continued to do until 1754, when he printed the 
last colored edition. " Because (as he says) there are but so 
very few who value it, we are, therefore, not inclined to print 
any more with red ink hereafter, but will rather reduce the 
price a penny apiece, or a shilling at the dozen — at which 
price he continued to sell them until 1762, when he was 
obliged to put them down to six shillings a dozen to compete 
with the other almanac publishers, who began to flood the 
country with their productions, among whom Dr. Benjamin 
Franklin and Gothard and Anton Armbriister were the most 
successful. The latter also published a very beautiful edition 
in colors as early as 1760 if not earlier, whose columns also 
were well filled with a continuation of original sketches from 
American history, especially of the first settling of the seve- 
ral colonies, and of the earliest discoveries of the western 
territories, etc., which, on account of the great scarcity of 
such computations, were deemed very valuable at that time, 
and it is doubtful whether the world has produced a more 
interesting annual than Sauer's and Armbriister's almanacs 
were — the former on account of its herbology and hygienic 
instructions, besides the very interesting sketches of English 
history, and the latter for its American history, and other 
articles which were calculated to instruct as well as interest. 

Another interesting feature of Sauer's almanac was his ex- 
tensive correspondence with many of the most prominent 
characters both of Europe and America, from which he would 
cull largely for an article in the form of a dialogue between 
an inhabitant and an emigrant on subjects of political and 
domestic economy, as also on that of vital Godliness, replete 
Vol. vi. — 5 
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with pious instructions and occasional reflections, which was 
continued for a number of years, or until 1757, when it was 
intimated by some that they would rather have narratives 
and other descriptive facts from history in the place of it, 
whereupon he changed it into the garb of historical remi- 
niscences, but still in the conversational form between Al- 
bertus and Christian, in which character it was continued 
until 1 760, when it was crowded out to make room for his 
great herbology. 

In 1751 he received information that the British Parlia- 
ment was about passing an Act for changing the commence- 
ment of the year, and the correction of the calendar, and 
soon after he saw in an English newspaper that the King 
had signed ninety-five bills, among which was the aforesaid 
Act. He, therefore, delayed his almanac until this Act could 
reach this country, so as to make it correspond correctly with 
the new arrangements — for previously the year commenced 
on the 25th of March instead of January 1st, and was also 
eleven days short of true solar time. 

But notwithstanding the Act had already on "Wednesday, 
the 22d of May, received the royal assent, it had not been 
received here yet on October 1st, when he says in an editorial, 
" that thus far nothing could be done at the almanac, as he 
was still kept in suspense for the arrival of the Act to know 
what changes and alterations were to be made," and says 
" that he feared if it should tarry long yet that many might 
wish to celebrate their Christmas when the new year had 
already commenced, these would then fall too badly short." 

Therefore,'seeing that it was getting very late, he concluded 
to print the latter part, which at that time consisted of four 
sheets, so as to have it speedily completed when the Act 
should be received. (Accordingly, he began to prepare the 
articles to make up the forms, and when just completed he 
received a very valuable communication in relation to Indian 
affairs from the justly celebrated Conrad Weiser for inser- 
tion. But as the forms were all made up, and just ready to 
be struck off, he could give it no place any more for that 
year, and as Mr. Weiser wished to have his manuscript back 



The German Almanac of Christopher Sauer. 67 

again, Saner answered immediately, thanked him politely 
for his kindness, and explained the circumstances why not 
inserted, but that they were equally fit for the newspaper or 
calendar, and that he would copy it aud return him the ori- 
ginal with the next parcel.) 

But while thus engaged the Act came, but likewise too 
late to give it a place in the almanac, and yet anxious to 
have it public to explain the new arrangements, on that ac- 
count he published that week's paper on a double sheet, and 
gave besides the Act a short historical account thereof, and 
a preface under date of October 16, 1751. 

As my chapter on the almanac is already too long, I will 
not enter into particulars about it, but will merely state that 
the almanac is now lying before me, and that the eleven days 
short of true solar time were added to the month of Septem- 
ber, and brought in between the 2d and 14th, as follows: 
counting 1st, 2d, then after 2d the jump of eleven days, mak- 
ing what would naturally be the 3d to be the 14th, but from 
there on in the regular order again, giving to September instead 
of thirty days only nineteen, and to the year only 354 instead 
of 365. 

Sauer's almanac had an unprecedented sale, and was for 
many years the only one in the German language, and 
although composed of but one set of calculations it was 
nevertheless so extensively sold throughout the German colo- 
nies — even in those of South Carolina and Georgia — that he 
was every year obliged to enlarge his edition, and yet fre- 
quently fell short or ran out before the time. The edition 
for 1761 was so soon exhausted that he advertised in different 
papers, that if any storekeeper, hawker, or peddler had more 
on hand than they had prospect to sell, he would thank them 
very kindly if they would return them and receive their 
money again, the sooner they would do so the more obliged 
he would be, as the demand still continued and the supply 
was almost exhausted. 

From 1755 he also published an English edition of the 
almanac in 12mo. or small 8vo. for several years. But as the 
English competition was so great he could not compete with 
it, and hence relinquished its issue. 
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German competition he had none until the aforesaid 
Franklin and Armbriister. The former published an Eng- 
lish almanac in 12mo. as early as 1733, and a German in 4to. 
form in 1748, but did not succeed so well with the German 
as to continue it. Then came Armbriister'a in, which suc- 
ceeded very well, and existed for many years. Next came 
Heinrich Miller's in 1762. The Fraternity's at Ephrata (a 
very nice religious one) in 1771. Francis Bailey's with 
David Rittenhouse's calculations in 1775, and Mathew 
Bartge's, of Frederickstown, Maryland, in 1776, which 
I believe were all that were published contemporary with 
Sauer's, whose last one was issued in 1778, when the Revolu- 
tion broke up his establishment (and disposed of all his ap- 
paratus). But as the Sauer almanac was held in such high 
repute, a Mr. Theophilus Cossart, of Lancaster, attempted an 
improved imitation of Sauer's emblematical plate, and 
printed the Sauer almanac for that and the following years 
from 1779 inclusive. Melchior Steiner, of Philadelphia, also 
commenced the issue of a new almanac that same year. 

The genuine plate of Mr. Sauer's almanac came into pos- 
session of Peter Leibert, a brother, of Germantown, who was 
an apprentice, and latterly a journeyman printer of Mr. Sauer. 
He got it from John Dunlap, of Philadelphia, 1 who procured 
it as is generally believed through the hands of Col. Bull 
from the confiscated sale of Sauer's establishment, and con- 
tinued the issue of the German Sauer almanac from his own 
establishment in Germantown from 1784, and from him it 
passed to his son-in-law, Michael Billmeyer, and after his 
decease it came into the possession of Wm. "W. Walker, in 
Third Street, Philadelphia, who has until recently been pub- 
lishing the old Germantown almanac with its "Hoffnung 
besserer Zeiten" in its very identical appearance. 

1 Later researches prove that Dunlap, a printer in Market Street, Phila., 
actually issued it regularly in continuation of the same series, making his 
1st the 41st, and so on, until his disposal in 1784, when it numbered the 
46th edition instead of the 6th. He also forwarded it to the same agents, 
and it was in every respect a perfect fac-simile continuation, until Leibert's 
issues commenced a new series, and continued it in connection with Billmeyer 
until about 1835. 



